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      This webinar is based on an article in UXmatters 

www.uxmatters.com/mt/archives/2020/05/how-to-test-the-usability-of-documents.php 
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Caroline Jarrett wrote the article with me 

www.effortmark.co.uk 
@cjforms 

Surveys that work: A practical guide 
for designing better surveys 
Rosenfeld Media, 
coming June 2021 
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Topics for this session 
• Setting the context 

• Why? – Paper documents need testing, too. 

• What? – A brief review of usability testing 

• Demonstrating 3 techniques 
• Tell me in your own words (paraphrasing) 
• Mark positives and negatives (plus / minus) 

• Find an answer or do something (task-based) 

• Adding a technique for when you can't test with users 

• Leaving time for your questions and comments 
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Setting the context 
Why? 

What? 
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  Why? 
Everything we write at work has a purpose 

Get people to do something 

Answer people's questions 

Help people make good decisions 
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For you to meet your organization's goals. . . 

The people who get your documents 
must be able to 

• find what they need 
• understand what they find 
• use what they find to meet their needs 

Find Understand Use 
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If people don't understand what we write. . . 

$$ 
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  What? 

For a usability test, you must have. . . 

A draft of the letter, notice, 
fact sheet, or other document 
you are worried about 

A few people who need to get 
or use your document 
Note: You work with each person separately. 

A method that will let you know 
how well (or not) the document Paraphrase 
works for those people Plus / minus 

Task-based 
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All the guidelines for a good usability test 
apply to testing paper documents, too 
Take care of your participants. 

• Treat them with respect. 
• Make sure they are comfortable. 
• Watch their body language. 

If you record (and you should), get consent first. 
Set expectations for time, and keep to that time. 
Listen. Talk very little. 
Ask questions neutrally. 
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https://redish.net/wp-
content/uploads/Redish-Honing-
Your-Usability-Testing-Skills.pdf 

Dumas and Loring, 
2008 

Barnum, 2nd edition, Krug, 2010 Rubin and Chisnell, Dumas and Redish 
2021 2008 1999 
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Tell me in your own words 

Amanda Dean 
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"Tell me in your own words" - Paraphrase 

Find Understand Use 

Focuses 
mostly on 
understanding 

You can 
get at use 
with questions 
at the end. 
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Getting the draft to your participants 

In person – 
Hand it to the participant 

Remotely with screen sharing – 
Put it on the screen 

Remotely by phone – 
Email it when you start the session 
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Running the session 

Opening 

Introduce 
Thank 
Get consent 
Set time expectations 
Explain how the session will go 
Set the scene – when, how would the participant get 
the letter, notice, (or whatever it is you are testing) 
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Paraphrasing 

Have participant 
• read out loud a unit of the draft 

(for example: a heading; a few sentences; 
a paragraph; a table) – whatever forms a coherent unit 

• tell you in their own words what that meant 

Listen for 
• words the participant stumbles over 
• what they paraphrase correctly, what they miss, 

what they get wrong 
• their comments about what they understand and 

don't understand 
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Closing 

You might ask a few questions, such as 
• What they think a particular word means 
• What they would do now 
• Any final comments they have about the draft 

Thank again 
Give the incentive if you are doing that 
Say good-bye 
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Your role – note taker 

Listen for 
• words the participant stumbles over 
• what they paraphrase correctly, what they miss, 

what they get wrong 
• their comments about what they understand and 

don't understand 
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Let's try it 

Amanda 
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   What did we learn? 
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Revision by 
Melissa Donndelinger 
and team 

? ? 
What do you 
notice about 
this revision? 
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Mark positives and negatives 

David Lipscomb 
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  "Mark positives and negatives" – 
+/- (plus / minus) 
Developed by Menno de Jong and Peter Jan Schellens 

Find Understand Use 

Focuses 
mostly on 
understanding 

You can 
get at use 
with questions 
at the end. 

Emotional response – "affect" 

© 2021, Janice (Ginny) Redish Testing Paper Documents Slide 24 



                     

     

    

© 2021, Janice (Ginny) Redish Testing Paper Documents

Getting the draft to your participants 

Slide 25 

For all modes 
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Getting ready for the session 

In person – Have a print-out 
of the participant's marked-up copy 

Remotely with screen sharing – 
Put the marked-up copy on the screen 

Remotely by phone – Be sure you 
each have the marked-up copy handy 
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Running the session 

Opening 

Introduce 
Thank 
Get consent 
Set time expectations 
If necessary, make sure everyone has a copy 
of the marked-up document 
Remind participant of the scenario 
and that you want to discuss their positives and negatives 
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Discussing 

Go through the document with the participant, 
discussing each plus and minus. 
Listen! 
Only speak to 

• indicate that you are listening 
• ask the participant to clarify (if you aren't sure 

you understand what the participant means) 
• ask the participant to expand on their reason 
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Closing 

You might ask a few questions, such as 
• What they think a particular word means 
• What they would do now 
• Any final comments they have about the draft 

Thank again 
Give the incentive if you are doing that 
Say good-bye 
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   Your role – note taker 
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Let's try it 

David 
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   What did we learn? 
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What happened to the Use Tax Notice? 

? ? 
What do you 
notice about 
this revision? 

Revision by 
Janet Shimabukuro 
and Alyson Chase 
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The change made a huge difference 
First version – Revised version – 
Special notice Letter 

paid tax 

no response 
97% 

responded 
3% 

no response 
57% 

9% 

declared 
did not owe 
tax 

They collected 34% 

$800,000 more 
than their goal. 
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Find an answer or do something 

Alison Kohler 
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  "Find an answer or do something" – 
Task-based; scenario-based 

Focuses on 
finding 
as well as 
understanding 

You can 
get at use 
with questions. 

Find Understand Use 

Organization 
Headings 
Design 
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Getting the draft to your participants 

In person – 
Hand it to the participant 

Remotely with screen sharing – 
Put it on the screen 

Remotely by phone – 
Email it when you start the session 
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Running the session 

Opening 

Introduce 
Thank 
Get consent 
Set time expectations 
Explain how the session will go 
Set the scene – when, how would the participant get 
the letter, notice, (or whatever it is you are testing) 
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Finding; Answering 

Give participant a scenario or a task to find the relevant 
information and tell you what they understand or would do 

Watch and listen for 
• where the participant looks for the answer 
• what the participant answers or would do 
• their comments about all aspects of the document 
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Closing 

You might ask a few questions, such as 
• What they think a particular word means 
• What they would do now 
• Any final comments they have about the draft 

Thank again 
Give the incentive if you are doing that 
Say good-bye 
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Your role – note taker 

Watch and listen for 
• where the participant looks for the answer 
• what the participant answers or would do 
• their comments about all aspects of the document 
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Let's try it 

Alison 
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   What did we learn? 
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  Could this be better? ? ? 
What do you 
notice about 
this revision? 

Revision by Dana Botka 
and team. 

This was part of a large project 
to improve communications 
with employers. Another part 
of this project won a ClearMark 
award. 
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  What if I can't test with users? 
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Use your personas – or create as realistic 
a persona as you can 
You can imagine what it would be like to be 

https://redish.net/wp-
content/uploads/Review_your_web-
site_through_personas_and_conversations.pdf 
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Walk your persona 
through the conversation 
This is a great technique for critiquing drafts. 

Be the persona. 
Talk through your experience and reactions 
to the document – as the persona. 

• What is your day like today when you get this document? 
• How do you get it? 
• What do you do with it when you first get it? 
• Do you read it right away? 
• Do you read all of it? 
• What part of it do you go to first? 
• How do you react to it? 
• Does it answer your questions? 
• What are you going to do now? 
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Thank you! 
Your turn: 

Question? 

Comment? 
Write to me: 
ginny@redish.net or 
ginny.redish@gmail.com 

Connect with me: 
@GinnyRedish 

2nd edition Ginny Redish 
Elsevier, 2012 
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Photo credits 
Photos of people involved in the workshop courtesy of those people 
Photos from iStock.com and 123RF are licensed to Ginny Redish 
Unsplash.com is a "free to use" site 

Slide 4 Man reading letter from iStock.com; 
Lady reading letter by Paul Vasarhelyi from123RF 

Slide 5 All photos from iStock.com 
Slide 7 Judge from iStock.com 
Slide 8 Lady reading document from iStock.com 
Slide 13 Two women with document: https://unsplash.com/photos/HJckKnwCXxQ 
Slide 17 Hand taking notes and young woman taking notes from iStock.com: 

Older lady taking notes on computer by Shojiro Ishihara from 123RF 
Slide 45 Mother with sick child from iStock.com 
Slide 46 Woman looking at label on medicine bottle from iStock.com 
Slide 48 Group of people from iStock.com 
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